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1
Context
I think I should say that this presentation is very much a series of personal reflections from the standpoint of someone who is not a theoretician but who has been involved with training and development issues over a long period of time in the European Institutions. It is therefore very much the result of empirical observation and practical application rather than scientific research and should be judged accordingly. I hope too that some of the things I say do not strike you as being "ivory tower" i.e. divorced from the real world but it must be acknowledged that the relationship between the European Civil Service and the citizen is different in nature from that of national administrations. This is explained by a number of factors, the most prominent of which are the different tasks performed by the national and European administrations and the fact that, by definition, the European Civil Service does not deal with citizens on the same daily basis as do national, regional and local administrations in the member states.

Finally by way of introduction, I am going to resort to a trick that all of us used no doubt in our student days, that of slightly rewriting a question so as to make it fit what we wanted to say rather than what the examiner was looking to test us on! So I have renamed the title of my speech as follows: "Whether civil servants need different competencies at a time of increased economic and social challenges", it being understood that the latter part of that sentence is a euphemism for crises.

2
A topical subject
This subject is of course very topical. It is no coincidence that the next meeting of the network of Directors of Institutes and Schools of Public Administration (DISPA) at the end of this month in Madrid will devote much of its time to the issue. But as with all subjects that are in vogue, we must be wary of reinventing the wheel.

Some five or six years ago, the Dutch School of Public Administration, ROI, conducted a study in many of the member states and in the European Institutions to try to establish a consensus about what competencies were needed by civil servants at managerial level who were dealing with EU affairs. Naturally, a number of the competencies concerned knowledge about specific EU policies and the decision-making processes relating to EU activities and legislation. But a number of them centred on skills and behaviours and included what I think of as "classical" skills that have almost a timeless quality. These included the ability to negotiate, to communicate, to analyse and solve problems, to be results-oriented, to display a service-minded culture, to be able to motivate staff and so on. And underpinning these was an overarching need to behave ethically and with integrity and also to be sensitive and adaptable to the specific needs of operating in a multicultural and multilingual environment.
This work will be used as one of the starting points for our discussions in Madrid and my hunch is that participants will agree that it is still highly relevant.

3
Other sources

That this list will still be considered relevant is supported by more recent evidence from within the European Institutions themselves. About a year or so ago, the European Personnel Selection Office (EPSO) conducted a survey among management of all the Institutions asking which qualities and competencies they sought in their staff. The resulting list bore a striking resemblance to the one I have just read to you. 

This in turn confirmed a more empirical approach that we in the European Administrative School had adopted when designing the training programme that staff have to follow if they have been selected as having the potential to move from the assistant grade to that of administrator (the "certification" procedure). Interestingly, the themes covered by this training programme and tested at subsequent examinations, were unanimously endorsed by all the Institutions when they were reviewed at the end of last year, after being in place for four years.
So you may say, is that the end of the story? And if so, why did we invite you to speak if that's all you have to say! Well no, there is more to it than that and I shall devote the rest of my time this morning to looking at two separate aspects of the debate which will help us provide a more detailed answer to the question contained in the title of my presentation. 

4
Do as I say not as I do

All organisations officially subscribe to codes of basic ethical behaviour. All organisations would consider that the competency list, or framework, that I have just described is valid. So if there is so much consensus, why doesn't everything work better than it does? 

I have an anecdote to recount. When we were finalising the lists of skills needed for the certification procedure, one rather cynical member of the group said "Fine, fine, I can agree to that list and everyone will. But we all know that the people who really get on in life are those who don't compromise, who withhold information for their own ends, who stab you in the back, who look after themselves rather than developing altruistic ideals about their colleagues and so on." Now without going quite that far, I think he had a point. Because the difference between what organisations proclaim – and this is true of both public and private sector – and what they do, is often quite great.

Another story. When the European Commission felt compelled to resign in 1999, it had in place a number of decisions about the skills, behaviours and values that staff were expected to possess or subscribe to. That didn't prevent the events that triggered the crisis within the Commission and that eventually led to its downfall. So again, agreement on a set of competencies and behaviours did not help much. Actual behaviour, and performance, is more important than any number of competency frameworks that may be fine from a theoretical point of view but will only serve their purpose if there is real implementation in practice.
All this seems to me to be particularly important at this time of crisis. Governments are demanding ever greater sacrifices of their citizens. The representatives of the State, be they political or executive – and the citizen doesn't make a great deal of distinction between them – will more than ever before have to set an unimpeachable example. Otherwise they will lose all credibility and the sense of solidarity among different members of society will be put under increasing strain.

5
A change of emphasis and the need to adapt
The second point I want to make as regards that classic list of competencies is that we will need to put more emphasis on some than on others and we may have to do that in a way that is perhaps counter-intuitive for public servants.
My first example: the ability to anticipate. When the pace of change was slow, as it was even not that long ago, people and organisations had more time to adapt. The ability to see into the future was less important. Bureaucracies are a bit like ocean liners: it takes a long time for them to change course! That is no longer the case, even if some of the gurus around today go too far in the other direction when they advocate various means for dealing with what you might call perpetual organisational chaos theory.

Second example, leading on from the first: knowledge in unexpected areas. I am not saying that all civil servants need to become experts in information technology or how the financial markets really function but it is clear that effective anticipation will make a number of demands on their store of knowledge. At the very least, improved anticipation will require an improved ability to spot trends or warning signs. Although not entirely new, this sort of skill is not one that you naturally find among civil servants.

Third example: risk-taking. If bureaucracies – and bureaucrats - don't like change, they like taking risks even less. If I return to my example of the European Commission, many of the measures that were brought into its package of "administrative reform" seemed to me to characterise a wish to create an environment that was as risk-free as possible. So the plethora of measures to pin responsibility on individuals at various stages of all sorts of administrative, and especially financial, processes actually may have produced the opposite result, a dilution of a sense of responsibility. I always remember the words of a wise European civil servant I came across as a young official who said that the sense of responsibility felt by someone for a file was in inverse proportion to the number of people who had to sign it off at various stages of the workflow. He was right.
We might have been justified in the past in thinking that the public sector was less inherently risky than the private one, although I actually have my doubts about that. I think it is more the way in which the risk expresses itself or is perceived. But whatever the past might have been like, we certainly cannot hold that proposition to be true now. And a risky environment may demand risky solutions. We had an example from the Minister of Finance at yesterday's conference: the decision of the Polish Minister of Health who took the risk of not acquiring the Asian flu vaccine, unlike every other country in the EU, and whose risk-taking was vindicated. That's an extreme example and, as the speaker pointed out, one that only a politician could take. Another example is the risk the EU leaders have taken in bailing out Greece. Admittedly, these are high profile risks but there will be many situations lower down in the civil service hierarchies where greater risk-taking may well be the most effective form of action.

This list does not claim to be exhaustive but I think these few examples illustrate the point I'm trying to make about the change of emphasis as regards a number of skills.

Conclusion

So if I go back to the revised question that I asked myself at the outset, my answer would be "Yes, but…" And I would also add, as I hope has become apparent during my presentation, that training and development are not the only, or perhaps even the principal, solutions to providing civil servants with the competencies they need in these altered times. It plays a part but is not enough. I hope it doesn't sound too defeatist if I say that in this time of crisis, which is likely to be long-lasting and fundamentally alter the relationship between the citizen and the State, civil servants will need, along with training and development, to anticipate better, to react faster, to know more and to be more risk-embracing. And they will need large slices of luck!
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